Understanding a Scarce Resource
Nursing scholars and managers alike have long sought to prove the obvious: Nurses have a critical role in keeping hospitalized patients safe and achieving positive outcomes. Patients are hospitalized primarily to receive the benefits of 24-hr nursing care. However, despite increasing evidence that the number and skill mix of nurses are critical to patient outcomes, it seems that the ability of nurses to successfully provide this care is more at risk than ever.
Recent reports describe how 50% of U.S. hospitals have coped with the economic recession by reducing staff (Sussman, Halasyamani, & Davis, 2010) . No longer "recession-proof," hospitals nationwide are struggling with financial challenges and making difficult choices. It seems likely that hospitals will be greatly challenged to provide safe, quality care in these times because resources are stretched thin. Even when otherwise adequate numbers of nurses are available, they may be providing care in an environment of diminished resources, as well as picking up additional nonnursing duties. Yet there is no one to pick up the work that nurses themselves are unable to get done. Compounding this problem is a nursing shortage expected to worsen as aging nurses retire and an increasing number of older adults enter the health care system. These problems will remain regardless of economic recovery.
What can we do to protect and care for our patients in these times? Certainly it is critical to continue research detailing the link between nurses and quality outcomes. Indeed, great strides have been made describing the link between nurse staffing and certain nurse-sensitive outcomes. This work needs to continue. But perhaps more critical in times of diminished resources is the need to increase our understanding of nursing work itself-how nursing work affects outcomes. In recent years, investigators have examined the cognitive work of nursing, the complexity of the work, and elements that lead to missed nursing care. The article by Krichbaum et al. (2011) in this issue continues this tradition of examining the experience of hospital nurses, identifying factors contributing to Complexity Compression.
Why is it important to understand how nursing work affects patient outcomes? Because we need to know what factors enable or constrain this process. Many of these factors may fall within the hospital organization's ability to manipulate relatively easily and cheaply, providing a better working environment for nurses that translates into better outcomes for patients. Although Western Journal of Nursing Research 33(1) research has shown that increased nursing staff may actually reduce costs in the long run, it requires an initial financial investment that hospitals may be unable to achieve at this time. However, many of the items comprising the factors of "the work of nursing" and "systems" described by Krichbaum et al. reflect organizational, administrative, or cultural problems that can be addressed without large upfront monetary investments. These types of interventions may prove to be particularly important to hospitals struggling to stay afloat in hard times while maintaining quality care.
Editorial
As the U.S. recovers from this recession and we continue to increase our capacity to train and educate more nurses, it is vital that we continue to investigate nursing work. The value of understanding this scarce resource cannot be underestimated. It is this research that will provide an evidence base for nurse staffing and nurse work environments that will enable the best possible care for our patients.
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